Ennead Four - Fifth Tractate - Problems and Solutions Concerning Soul - Part Three 


4.5.1 Does Sight Require a Medium? 
To begin this discussion, we will discuss whether an intervening medium, such as Air, is necessary for 
sight. Is some transparent Body necessary to transmit the information of sight? 


In General, a Body is posited as a requirement for all sensory perceptions. After all, sense perceptions 
are perceptions of Bodily phenomena, and Soul completely detached from Body has nothing to receive 
Sensible information within the purely Intellectual sphere. This is the purpose of our Bodily sensory 
Organs. They provide a pathway for information to travel from physical, Sensible objects to the purely 
incorporeal phase of Soul. This Unity of sensation and cognition serves to communicate information 
between the spheres. 


Now, it is obvious that physical contact is required in the case of sensations like touch. Yet what about 
for the seeing of distant objects? This is an involved question, so we will begin with enquiring about how 
the eye receives its sensory information. Here we can see that a Body is not required for sight to occur. 
Perhaps some Bodies aid us in sight (such as a glass lens), but they are not required for the base ability. 
In fact, whenever a Body is in between our eyes and an object of sight, it disrupts the seeing process. 
The denser and more substantial a Body, the more opaque it is, and the more difficult it is to see 
through. The more subtle a Body, the easier it is to see through. Yet it will always distort the images 
seen through it to some degree. 


It has been argued that a medium for sight would serve to transmit the visual information from the 
object of sight to us. Yet this falsely presupposes that seeing consists in a one to one line of 
communication between the object being seen and the seer. Sight is, in reality, the collection of data 
which gets radiated outwards to everything equally. If two people look at the same object from different 
perspectives, they still receive the same visual information about the object's color. This is because they 
are collecting information from the same source. 


How can visual information be transmitted without a physical medium? The answer is that the visual 
object is able to affect the sensory Organs directly. In fact, a medium in between the Organs of sight and 
the objects seen needn't receive any of the visual information at all. Consider a fisherman who has 
hooked an electric ray on their rod. If the ray gives forth a shock, the fisherman's hand feels the tingle 
even though the rod and line in between them do not. Further, just because a Body can transmit visual 
information, this does not mean that a Body is necessary for visual information to be transmitted. For 
example, while the rod can facilitate the shock of the electric ray, it is not necessary for the fisherman to 
feel it. The fisherman could also be shocked grabbing the ray from their net with their bare hands, and 
no medium in between. 


This whole discussion brings us back to the concepts of sympathy, cause, and effect. If two objects share 
in some similarity, then they can both experience all of the things which affect the similarities they have. 
Conversely, any object which does not share in this similarity have no way to be sympathetically 
affected. This is true regardless of proximity to other objects which share in some sympathy. In turn, 
whenever two objects share in some sympathy, any Body in between them can only degrade the quality 
of their ability to communicate. 


4.5.2 Analyzing Theories of a Medium for Sight 


Aristotle teaches that sight is a consequence of a chain reaction between a seen object, the eye, and the 
light in between them (See Aristotle's De Anima, Book 2, Chapter 7). If the object of sight modifies the 
light, and if then the light in turn modifies the eye, Aristotle holds that light is a necessary medium for 
sight to occur. Yet this just proves that sight is possible when light mediates between a seen object and 
an eye. It is not proof in of itself that this medium is necessary. Sight could hypothetically happen both 
with and without light intervening. 


There are those (some Middle Platonists) who hold that vision is an expulsion from the object of sight. 
They say that rays of light leave the object of sight and depart for the eyes. In this case, there is no need 
for an intervening medium. Rays of light always travel in a straight line. A ray of light which exited some 
object would not need a medium to keep its course. Of course, those (Stoics) who require an impact of 
such an expulsion in their explanation of sight revert back to requiring a medium. 


The Epicureans believe in the movement of atoms and images through empty space. Such a view implies 
the necessity of a void which will not hinder the atoms or images from moving. They share in our 
hypothesis that no medium is necessary as well. 


Finally, there is the view that sight is a function of sympathies. On this view, vision through a medium 
will be poorer because any medium will interfere with the sympathetic process. This is true, even if the 
medium is sympathetic to these processes as well (e.g. it is translucent). Thus blockage of vision is 
analogous to a flame burning a volumous body. The outer layers of skin protect the deeper layers, and 
proportionally reduce the intensity of the burn the deeper into the body you go. So too with sight and 
an impeding object. On this view, are the mechanisms of the parts of a single living Animated Body 
which are in sympathy with one another affected by intervening mediums? The answer is yes, but the 
quality and intensity of the interference each medium imparts will vary depending on its individual 
Nature. The exception is any medium which has no sympathy with the process that is passing through it. 


It may be objected that the Universe is a single living Organism. The ability for everything within the 
Universe to interact with one another is a product of the fact that everything is a part of the same 
transcendent whole. Does the fact that the universe is one living Organism prove that there must be 
some continuity, and thus a medium for the sense perceptions which occur within it? 


The fact that the Universe is one living Organism does indeed imply continuity within it, but this alone 
does not prove that continuity is necessary for a sense perception. To say so would imply that 
everything could see, hear, or touch everything in the universe because we are connected by 
participation in the universe. In reality, the ability for things within the universe to affect one another 
depends on sharing in some similarity. 


The fact that objects traverse through the Air without affecting it or being affected demands a thorough 
explanation for those who hold that vision requires a medium. It would seem that the only thing the Air 
does to a falling rock is fail to support its altitude. It might be countered that it is the Air which causes 
the rock to fall, but in reality it is the Nature of the rock to fall. Claiming that Air causes a rock to fall is 
akin to claiming that Air causes fire to ascend. This cannot be so, as the fire must move upwards before 
the Air could react. That fire must move first proves that fire initiates the movement, not the Air. 
Likewise, it is the structure of a tree which keeps it up, not the surrounding Air. When we walk through 
the Air, its resistance does not force us to stay in place, but rather it moves around us. 


Now, if a Body can move through the Air without being affected, what prevents the images of sight from 
doing so as well? Once we do away with the notion that sight is a consequence of some ejection from 
the object being seen, there is no reason to consider the Air passing sensory information along in some 
sort of chain reaction. If Air is serving as some sort of medium for sight, we would not even get the 
sensory data from the object we are perceiving, but from the Air. Seeing would be transitive, like getting 
warmed by a metal object which in turn is adjacent to a fire. This is because heat is transferred by direct 
contact. Vision is transmitted differently. Indeed, placing something directly on an eye will not allow us 
to see it. The object must be illuminated. Presumably, this is because the Air in of itself is dark. Light is 
necessary to overcome the impediment of this Darkness. Perhaps if Air were not dark, there would be 
no need for Darkness at all. Perhaps not only can objects obscure our vision, but Air itself as well. 


4.5.3 Sight Does Not Require a Medium 

The fact that we can see the fire of the stars in the night sky proves that vision does not operate by 
imparting a relay of impressions onto the Air. No one claims that the darkness of the night sky transmits 
the light from the stars. The rays of light from the stars illuminate (and thus remove) the darkness. Even 
when the darkest of skies obscures the stars from our sight, the light of distant torches, beacons, and 
lighthouses can be seen from some distance. If Air itself could transmit the visual data of sight, we 
would be able to see the faintest of lights through the darkest of Air. Yet the fact that we can sometimes 
see some lights (e.g. a lighthouse) but not others (e.g. a star) proves that this is not the case. Any 
darkness within a medium clearly obscures our vision, and we would be better off without the medium 
altogether. 


Other objectors will argue that without a medium for sight, it would not be possible at to see at all. They 
make this claim based on the fact that the universe is both self-sympathetic and a single unified living 
Organism. Without some sort of unification, how could any of its parts affect one another? How could 
they affect one another from a distance? This is an interesting point that deserves attention. What if 
there were a parallel universe to ours, a self-contained living Organism itself? What if it did not 
contribute anything physically to our universe? Would this parallel universe be visible to any Gods who 
were peering outwards from the back of our Heaven? This we will address in greater detail later in this 
tractate. 


We will give one final proof that vision does not require any medium. If vision were to operate by 
physically affecting the Air, then in this process the Air would be Formed in a similar way that a mold 
Forms softened wax. Yet this physical affection would be limited to the location where this impression 
was made. As a result, this physical affection would have to extend throughout the medium, such that it 
could transmit between the eyes on one side and the object being seen on the other. Now, the image 
received by the seer would be limited by the amount of information the eye can take in at once. This 
would be a limitation of the eye's physical size. Yet we do not see merely a portion of the object (i.e. the 
portion which an eye of our size can receive). We see the entirety of the object. In fact, everything with 
an unbroken line of sight to the object can see it in its entirety. This shows that the image is seen all at 
once. Our eye is not large enough to take on the entire physical affection which (by this hypothesis) 
would need to be so large as to extend the entire distance between the seen object and the eyes. This 
vision cannot be a consequence of physical impressions (due to physical limitations in the eye). Vision 
must operate by higher order laws, suitable to the Nature of Soul and the universe itself. 


4.5.4 Why Vision Works at Distance 
How does light extend from the object of sight, through some intervening distance, and then reach the 
eye? Air is not necessary, unless it can be shown that Air is a prerequisite for light. Any Air in between 


the object of sight and the seer could merely be accidental to the process of vision, and the Air would 
thus remain physically unmodified by the process. Indeed, physical modification of any variety isn't 
necessarily needed either, including modification of the light itself. Thus, there is no need for light to 
have a physical Body (i.e. a physical medium). After all, ambient light itself is not necessary for seeing, 
except over large distances. 


Later we will address whether or not light requires the Air. For now we must discern whether light which 
is in contact with an eye is Animated. Does the Soul enter into a union with the light which is contiguous 
to the eye? Does Soul thus enter into the light, like it does into our Body? If so, vision will be an 
apprehension of something, similar in mechanism to touch. Then, vision will occur by direct contact 
between the Soul (as manifest in the light) and the object of sight. Everything (e.g. Air) in between will 
remain unaffected, and merely represent distance which must be crossed for sight to occur. 


To answer this question, first we should consider why vision needs to proceed and travel some distance 
between the seer and the object of sight. Is it due to the base interval which separates the object of 
sight and seer, or is it because there is a Body in this interval? If vision needs to proceed and travel some 
distance between the seer and the object of sight to overcome a Body in the interval, then removal of 
said Body should be sufficient for vision to occur. However, if vision requires proceeding some distance 
between the seer and the object of sight for the sake of having an interval itself, then we must render 
the object seen completely inert in the vision process. Objects would merely sit inert and have vision 
come to them. 


Yet the object seen cannot be completely inert in the vision process. We can see this in other senses. 
The act of touching something conveys more than the proximity of some touchable object. The object 
being touched also transmits data about its other qualities (e.g. hardness, temperature, etc.). The 
Qualities of an object have active power which makes their presence known, even from a distance. 
When we light a Fire, we are affected by its heat from a distance immediately and do not need to wait 
for the intervening Air to heat up as well. Our hand is warmed by the fire through the Air in spite of the 
Air's presence, not because of it. 


Ifa object has the ability to act upon our sensory Organs directly, what need is there for any intervening 
medium? As if something could require an obstacle. We do not need to wait for the Air to receive light 
from the sun, since we do not need to receive the sun's light from the Air. Both the Air around us and 
our eyes can receive the light at the same time. If anything, the fact that we can see the sunrise at dawn 
shows that the light reaches us before it fills the surrounding Air. Indeed, if light must affect Air in order 
for sensory data to reach our eye, seeing anything at night (such as stars or lanterns) should be 
impossible. After all, the Air next to our eye remains dark. 


If sight operates by some sort of physical interaction, then light would be a physical tool for the Soul. 
Light would be used to see distant objects the same way a stick is used to touch a distant object. In this 
case, light must be something rigid which can be thrust outwards and make an impact. Further, the 
illuminated object must be resistant to this thrust, as this resistance forms the bases for the collision by 
which this theory holds that vision works. 


Now, even if sight occurs by some physical intervention, the Soul requires Intellectual knowledge of the 
object it sees prior to seeing it. If the Soul did not already know what it saw was, how could the Soul 
recognize what it is seeing? Indeed, recognition implies a process of judgement by which an object is 
discerned to be the same as something already known. This process is altogether incompatible with a 


theory that holds that sensory knowledge is first external and must be absorbed into Soul (e.g. via some 
physical interaction). 


Finally, even if we are told that light is the physical medium which is modified to transmit sensory 
information, this theory still faces the trouble about how a physical process can affect an incorporeal 
Soul. (See Plotinus’ Ennead Four, Fourth Tractate, Section 23). 


4.5.5 The Mechanism for Hearing 

Now let us ask the same question about hearing. Does hearing work by the propagation of disturbance 
of the Air? In this case, sound would only reach us after it has propagated throughout the entire 
distance between the audible event and our ears. Alternatively, hearing might not require Air, and any 
disturbance in the Air could be completely accidental to the hearing process. In fact, perhaps the Air 
slows the sound from reaching us, and the clash of distant objects would reach us immediately were 
there no Air to hinder it. Another possibility is that a quantity of Air is set in motion, and it travels the 
distance to our ears to relay the sound (as opposed to it being a propagation through a continuous 
segment of Air). In this case, Air would at least be required at the origin point of the sound. 


Yet if sound is a quantity of Air set in motion, how can we account for differences in people's 
distinguishable voices? What could differentiate different sounds in general? Bronze sounds different 
when it is stuck with a stick than it does when hit with another piece of bronze. Yet the quantity of Air at 
the origin point of the sound is the same in both cases. Perhaps a different amount of force could 
change the loudness of a sound, but this alone cannot account for a sound's other qualities. 


Aristotle proposes that sound is the resonation of something striking the Air itself. Yet Air could only 
resonate as such if it were solid like a metal. The cause of a sound stems from the clash of two objects. 
Indeed, sounds are heard inside the Bodies of Animals, where there is no Air present. Sounds stemming 
from the bending of joints or the collision and breaking of bones do not have need for any Air. 


These considerations lead us to an explanation of sound by the same mechanism as we have just 
granted for sight. Hearing, then, is a repercussive sympathy that occurs within the Universe itself. 


4.5.6 Light is not a Modality of Air 

Could there be light without the presence of any Air? This would necessitate that the sun could 
illuminate surfaces at a distance, and that any illumination of the void in between the sun and a surface 
be accidental to the illumination of the surface. Clearly if Air is required for light, then light would be 
defined as a modality or affection of Air. Air would thus represent the medium for light that we have 
been enquiring about. 


Our position is that light does not require Air. Every Firey and luminous object has its own light. This 
includes even certain stones which naturally glow. Light thus has its source in luminous Bodies, not the 
Air in between the luminous object and the surface that it lights up. Could light from one Body (e.g. a 
luminous object) enter into another (e.g. an illuminated surface) without a Body in between (e.g. the Air 
in between the luminous object and an illuminated surface) to contain it? 


If light is a Quality of some Body, then we must always look for it within some Body. However, if light is 
an Activity which merely originates with some Body, what would prevent it from existing apart from the 
Body that produces it? If a Bodiless void is indeed possible, what would prevent light from radiating 


through it? If its natural state is to proceed straight, light in the void should neither ascend nor descend. 
Indeed, if light naturally descended nothing could keep it aloft. What could Air do to propel it in any 
direction? 


Light is not accidental to something else, so it is not some attribute which can be transmitted from one 
thing to another. It does not require a medium for it to manifest within. If light were accidental and did 
require a medium, it would disappear as soon as its source disappears. Yet we know that extant light 
carries on forwards in the direction that it shines. Even after its source is darkened. This is proven by the 
fact that light can be reflected off of one surface and sent on its way to another. Clearly it can both 
arrive and depart. 


Where does light go? The only thing light requires is a space to move through. Otherwise, the light of 
the sun could not reach us through the void of space. Light is an emanation from a source. While it is not 
itself an affection or modality of a medium, its presence will affect a medium. This affection is similar to 
the affection Soul has on a Body. The presence of Soul will certainly affect a Body, but a Body is not 
required for Soul to be present. What prevents light from operating this way? 


Certainly it is not the case that Air, in of itself dark and opaque, somehow brights fourth light. That 
would be as unreasonable as asserting that a bitter substance can make food taste sweet. If light really 
were a modality of Air, then Air would necessarily be modified when it is illuminated. Yet we know that 
Air is not modified when lit up. When the source of light is removed, the Air retains its characteristic 
darkness and opacity. Color and light therefore do not belong to the Air, but have their own Being. Air is 
only ever accidental to sight and color. 


4.5.7 Light as a Circuit 
Do rays of light simply dissipate? Or do they return from whence they came? The answer to this 
question may assist us in answering our previous ones. 


If light is the type of thing which must reside in something else, then we can conceive of it as dissipating 
when the thing it resides in perishes. If light is the type of thing which leaves and never returns, then we 
can conceive of light as dissipating when all of the light has left its source. In turn, we can conceive of 
light as not dissipating if it flows in a circuit. Thus, the light which returns would continuously resupply 
the light leaving, and the light would remain illuminating things as long as the circuit remained active. 


If light operates as a circuit, then light would flow to us as long as the circuit remained active and 
nothing intervened. On this hypothesis, when an object goes dark, the light has not gone somewhere 
else. Either the circuit has been disrupted and the illumination ceases, or the circuit is active but the 
light is blocked from us by some intervening Body. Thus, the Sun's rays could reach us from very far 
away as long as nothing were in between us. 


The Act which luminous Bodies engage in is of a higher order variety. It mirrors an Intellectual Principle, 
overflowing from a higher plane to a lower plane. As in the case of emanations from an Intellectual 
Principle, when such an overflowing occurs, there are second order emanations of this principle. They 
are its manifestations or Images. For every Intellectual Being which Exists, Images of it are generated by 
its very act of Existing. As long as it Exists, its images will emanate from it. The Actualizations of this 
Potential are second order and vary in their appearance. Some appear powerful and imposing, whereas 
others appear hidden and impotent. The presence of an emanation can be said to extend as far as its 


activities have effect. An animal can see us for as long as its eyes appear shining. The fact that the light 
in its eyes reaches us proves that its sight extends at least as far as us. 


Consider an animal whose eyes naturally glow with bioluminescence. When their eyelids are open, the 
light from their eyes shines outwards. When their eyelids are closed, the light disappears. Yet when their 
eyes are closed, the light is not gone. It is just now obstructed by the non-translucent Body of their 
eyelids. This shows that the light is an emanation outward from a luminous Body. Light is thus an 
Actualization of such a Bodies power of illumination. In turn, such light is ontologically contingent upon 
said Body. 


When Matter is brought into the light emanating from a Luminous Body, the light illuminating said 
Matter produces a color. The Matter does not provide the color to the light, rather it provides a canvas 
on which color might be imposed. Color belongs to the light, which in turn belongs to the luminous Body 
it comes from. Thus, we cannot ascribe the properties of the light to things that are not the luminous 
Body, including external Matter which receives this object's illumination. 


Since light belongs to a Body, it must itself be incorporeal. Thus, it cannot be thought of as something 
which departs or arrives. Its existence is an Activity which a more primal Being is engaging in. Nothing 
leaves the source Being, rather anything in the presence of it is subjected to its Activities. Thus, things in 
the presence of a luminous object are affected by its Activity of Illumination. An illuminated object loses 
all of its shape and color at once when it ceases to be illuminated by a luminous Body. 


In the same way, a Particular Soul is the Activity of a more primal Soul. As long as primal Soul exists, 
Particular Souls will emanate from it as its Acts. Yet what about taking it a step further? What about the 
Souls which are an emanation from particular Souls (i.e. a product of an Activity)? This is, after all, how 
we have described the principle of life which Animates the Body. Is the principle of life which Animates 
the Body similar to the light which illuminates a Material thing? The answer is no. Color is a product of 
illumination's reaction with the presence of some Material thing. The principle of life which Animates 
the Body derives from an adjacent Soul. How does life remain, then, when the Body it is associated with 
is destroyed? Has the adjacent Soul been destroyed too? No. Life is like an illumination stemming from 
the Soul. A Soul which is not currently Animating a Body is like a light that has merely yet to be switched 
on. 


4.5.8 Could We See a Body in Another Universe? 

Imagine a Body outside of our Universe. Would someone from our world be able to see this Body? It 
seems unlikely, as the object and viewer would not be a part of the same sympathetic whole. 
Sympathetic affections of all varieties are facilitated by a sharing in one transcendent life. Thus, a Body 
that is a part of a different world, a different sympathetic system, would not be viewable from here. 
Even if it had visual Qualities like color, they could not be ascertained here. 


Objectors will claim that it is absurd to say that an object with sensible Qualities could not be seen. They 
will thus use the fact that our theory does not permit us to see a hypothetical Body outside of the 
Universe as proof that our theory is invalid. To clear up the apparent contradiction, we must revisit the 
fact that an Organism can perceive of its parts because they are all belong to the same transcendent 
thing. Could a similar explanation explain sensation of external Bodies? Does the Soul apprehend 
external things in a similar way that an Organism apprehends itself? 


Since every Organism is the same as itself, every Organism is sympathetic with itself and thus able to 
sense itself. In the case of a single Animal, the fact that all of its parts belong to the same Organism is 
sufficient to explain how it can sense itself. Yet the claim that this explains how Soul could sense a Body 
outside of itself is unfounded. An external object, per our example, is specifically not a member of the 
same Organism as the perceiver. External sense perceptions would occur when an Organ is aroused by a 
sympathetic sensible thing. The Organ in turn transmits the type of information it is tuned for to the 
Soul. Thus, an Animal can perceive of things within itself, but it can also sense things outside of it which 
produce sensory data combatable with its sensory Organs. Soul would recognize color because it 
expresses color, and it would recognize size because it expresses a size. 


If a Soul were somehow able to be in the presence of an object to which it bears no similarity, it would 
have no mutual ground by which it could comprehend said object. It could not generate Imaginative 
Representations of anything it has no Image of to begin with. Yet Soul is of an entirely different type of 
thing from the Bodies it perceives. Soul itself does not possess any of the Qualities we ascribe to a Body. 
How can we reconcile this? The hypothesis that sense perceptions are precipitated on sameness or 
similarity falls apart in light of our thought experiment about a Body outside of this Universe. It requires 
Soul to be different and the same, Universal and Particular, as well as somewhere and nowhere. 
Additional explanations are thus required to resolve these issues. 


